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In September 1995, the NFER embarked on a 15-month research
study called The fimpact of Inspection and Action Plans. The
project was part of the NFER s 1995/6 Membership Programme of
research, which is funded mainly through local authority
contributions. The research was in two phases: a national
questionnaire survey; and detailed case studies in ten schools. Two
reports have arisen from the research, each focusing on a different
phase.

This report presents the findings from the first pliase of the
research. Itisbased on questionnaire responses from just over 200
schools nationwide and describes the process and outcomes of
post-inspection action planning. Providing as it does gquantitative
evidence of the impact ofinspection and action plans, itis anticipated
that the report will be of wide general interest, particularly to those
working at the strategic and policy level within the educational
arena.

The report on the second phase will be published in summer
1997. This phase of the research involved follow-up case studies
in ten of the survey schools. It focused on gathering qualitative
information on schools’ experiences of action planning, as seen
from the various perspectives of headteachers, school governors,
curriculum coordinators and other teachers. The report will
illuminate the different stages in the action planning process and
provide schools with valuable information and guidance on good
practice in relation to their own post-inspection action planning,
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1. INTRODUCTION

A new system of inspections

The Education (Schools) Act 1992 (GB. Statutes, 1992) set out far-
reaching changes in the school inspection process. Section9 of the
Act introduced a system of school inspections more detailed and
comprehensive than had previously been known in England. A
system of independent inspections to be carried out on a four-year
cycle was proposed, beginning in September 1993 for secondary
schools and September 1994 for primary, special and nursery
schools. A new non-ministerial department to be known as the
Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) came into existence
inSeptember 1992, charged with the responsibility of administering
the system of inspections and training inspectors. Her Majesty’s
Inspectorate (HMI), previously responsible for carrying out school
inspections, would be part of OFSTED. HMI’s role was now
focused more on providing professional advice to monitor and
regulate the quality of inspections, with reduced involvement in
carrying out inspections.

Information on the statutory requirements of inspections and on
the various stages of the inspection process can be found in the
School Inspection Regulations (GB. Statutory Instruments, 1993),
DFE Circular 7/93 (GB. DFE, 1993), the Framework for the
Inspection of Schools (OFSTED, 1995a) and the Handbook for the
Inspection of Schools (OFSTED, 1994a). These last two
publications have beenupdated since the first OFSTED inspections.,

The purpose of inspections

Under the Schools Act, the role of OFSTED and school inspections
was to be markedly different to that of HMI and the local education
authority (LEA) inspections which had previously taken place.
Priorto OFSTED inspections, each local education authority made
its own arrangements to ensure the quality of the teaching and
learning in its schools. HMTI's role was: to advise the Secretary of
State on educational issues and to inspect a representative sample
of schools each year to gather information about current trends and
practice and to evaluate the quality of education.

The new system of inspections, carried out by teams of independent
inspectors, less closely connected to the inspected school than
LEA inspection teams or local HMI, was designed to place much
greater emphasis onevaluation of the quality of education provided,
making each school accountable for its pupils’ achievement and
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development. Inspectionreports are public documents and provide
evidence when comparing schools’ performance. Information
gathered from inspections 1s compiled annually and presented to
the Secretary of State by Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector (HMCI).

Under the Schools Act, the central purpose of inspection is to
evaluate standards and to aid school improvement by: identifying
schools’ strengths and weaknesses; highlighting areas for
development; and requiring schools to draw up an action plan
showing how they will address these issues. There are four aspects
of a school on which the inspectors’ comments are based. These
are:

+ the quality of education provided by the school
« the educational standards achieved by the school

s whether the financial resources made available to the school
are managed efficiently

-+ - the spiritual, moral, social and cuitural development of pupils

at the school._

It is envisaged that through the action planning process and the
implementation of the action plan, schools will develop systems to
maintain and extend good practice and address weaknesses, where
identified.

Post-inspection action plans

The NFER research reported here was concerned with the action
planning phase of the inspection process. Following the inspection,
the registered inspector must produce a report and summary of
findings within 25 working days (five weeks) of the last day of the
inspection. After receiving the registered inspector’s report, the
governors of an inspected school are charged with drawing up an
action plan, based on the key issues identified in the report, within
40 working days (eight weeks). These periods exclude holidays of
more than one week, butinclude holidays of one week or less. The
governing body must send the action plan within five days of
completion to OFSTED, parents of registered pupils at the school,
all staff and employees of the school, the LEA (or Secretary of
State if the school has grant-maintained status), those who appoint
foundation governors, if applicable, and, in the case of secondary
schools, to the local Training and Enterprise Council (TEC).

Where a school is declared in need of special measures (i.e. the
registered inspector believes that the school is failing or likely to

fail to provide its pupils with an acceptable standard of education),
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itmust still prepare an action plan like any other school. However,
the action plan must be sent to the Secretary of State and HMCI. If
the school is LEA-maintained, LEA advisers are expected to work
with the school to prepare the action plan. The LEA also has a
further ten days to present its own plan, detailing the support it will
offer to the school (GB. DFEE and OFSTED, 1995).

Action plans in all schools must be based on the ‘key issues for
action’ highlighted in the school’s inspection report and are the
main tool for development after the inspection. Schools may
publish an overall development plan with more priorities than in
the action plan; however, as stated in DFE Circular 7/93, they must
make clear which of their objectives are inresponse to the inspection
report. They must also indicate: the specific action to be taken
under each key issue; what constitutes a realistic timetable for
action; whowill be involved; and the probable resource implications
of implementing the action plan. Implicit in these requirements is
the notion that a clearly written action plan with specific objectives
will be a more effective working document in guiding school
development. The revised Framework for the Inspection of
Schools (OFSTED, 1995a) introduced modifications in the reporting
ofkey issues, stipulating that these should be ordered in priority of
importance in improving pupils’ attainment. These changes should
assist schools in the action planning process, by helping them to
determine the scale of work to be undertaken, and in drawing up a
timetable for improvement.

Circular 7/93 recommends particular criteria which schools should
include in their action plans:

* personnel responsible for specific action should be identified
*  there should be a timetable for action
s success criteria for each action

*  setting target dates for action points.

The process of action planning and implementation of the action
plan are intended to ensure that the inspection process does not
finish on the last day of inspection. Although OFSTED usually has
no further contact with schools once action plans have been
submitted, itis implicitin the emphasis on schools drawing up their
own action plans that much school improvement will take place
after this point. OFSTED literature has emphasised the importance
of inspections to school improvement. The 1995 edition of the
Framework for the Inspection of Schools states:

The purpose of inspection is to identify strengths and
weaknesses so that schools may improve the quality of
- educdtion they'prbvide and raise the educational standards
achieved by their pupils... The inspection process, feedback
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and reports give direction to the school’s strategy for
planning, review and improvement by providing rigorous
external evaluation and identifying key issues for action

{(p.5).

The OFSTED system of inspections is still relatively new, and itis
too soon to know conclustvely whether these new inspection
procedures lead to school improvement, as OFSTED intends.
However, some preliminary research studies have been conducted,
involving schools that were inspected in some of the earliest
OFSTED inspections. The following section discusses some of the
main findings from these studies.

inspection as a mechanism for school improvement

OFSTED commissioned Coopers & Lybrand to carry out areview
of the first 100 secondary schools inspected under the new system
(OFSTED, 1994b). Thereportreiterated OFSTED s role in school
improvement:

OFSTED of course has a statutory regulatory function.
Our intention, however, is to do more than regulate; it is
also to promote good inspections through improvement of
the inspection arrangements and, above all, to provide a
system and conditions which facilitate school improyvement
(OFSTED’s emphasis).

Inspection was felt to contribute to school improvement in a
number of ways. Coopers & Lybrand found that schools reviewed
their methods of organisation, schemes of work and policies and
improved on these in preparation for an inspection. They found
that many schools used the Framework for Inspection of Schools
and the Handbook as part of a self-review prior to the inspection,
to gauge themselves against the criteria OFSTED would be using
in the inspection, although much attention was given to
administrative and organisational issues and only a small proportion
of schools reviewed and improved their teaching and learning
processes as part of their preparation (OFSTED, 1994b, 1995b).
Another OFSTED study, by Matthews and Smith (1995), argued
that the benefit of the inspection process is based on the provision
of an external, objective audit of strengths and weaknesses with
prioritised suggestions forimprovement (p.30). If this information
complements priorities already identified by the school, and gives
the school feedback regarding how well they are performing and
suggestions as to aspects that could be improved, then it would
appear that potential school development is one of the outcomes of
inspection. Indeed, the review of inspected schools conducted by
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OFSTED (1995b) andresearch carried outby the British Educational
Management and Administration Society (BEMAS) (Ouston et
al., 1996}, has shown that schools themselves are positive about
the potential improvement arising from inspections and had high
expectations about inspection and its role in school development.
Fidler (1996a) also comments that inspections may be helpful for
schools; however, he stresses that while well-run schools will
benefit from such areview, poorly run schools will find inspections
less helpful. This, he says, is because OFSTED inspectors only
point to areas in need of improvement — it is beyond their remit to
advise on strategies schools could use to bring about improvement.
Indeed, OFSTED inspectors are constrained by statute from offering
schools advice, '

Action planning and implementation of the action plan are another
potential source of school improvement. Early research suggests
thatschools are sowing the seeds of improvement though developing
strategies in their action plans, which should yield benefits in years
to come. In the OFSTED report Inspection Quality 1994/1995
mentioned above, Professor Michael Barber of Keele University
and Paul Fuller of Touche Ross suggest in their commentary that
inspections were leading to improvement in the schools inspected
in the previous academic year:

The data suggests that the great majority of schools inspected

had incorporated the key issues for action in their action

plans and made discernible progress towards
implementation (p.4).

However, theextent to which these key issues had been implemented
is unclear. Similarly, a survey carried out by HMI (OFSTED,
1995c¢) found that of 85 schools inspected during the first year of
inspection, nearly two-thirds had:

... made discernible progress at an early stage in tackling
some of the key issues in a way which was leading or likely
to lead to improvement, by taking measures to improve
teaching, raise expectations, address underachievement or
ensure that pupils had more positive attitudes to their work

(p.4).

Despite this, the same report argues that only a very small minority
of schools had set specific targets for improvement of pupils’
achievement. Itis likely that much of the initial progress reported
in both these studies was concentrated on particular areas of
schools’ action plans which were easier to implement than others,
as Gray and Wilcox (1995) found in their study of the
implementation of post-inspection action plans. For example,
although Matthews and Smith (op. cit.) report that many key issues
in early action plans have been implemented, they concede that
these have largely related to the writing of policies and schemes of
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work, management and administrative issues and the provision of
particular learning resources. One of the key elements of school
improvement, that of teaching and learning, had been addressed
only by a minority of schools:

A smaller number of action plans have also set out practical
strategies to tackle more complex matters, such as the
improvement of teaching and raising standards.

If schools are favouring the more administrative- and management-
oriented key issues over those that relate more directly to improving
teaching and standards in schools, then this should be cause for
concern. However, Gray and Wilcox (op. cit.) argued that it is
unlikely that real improvement in standards will occur soon after
the inspection. Although their research took place before the first
formal OFSTED inspections, Gray and Wilcox found that issues
relating to assessment, curriculum delivery, evaluation and teaching
and learning were at best only partially implemented a year after
inspection. This is hardly surprising; real improvement in
achievementand standards is inevitably along-term challenge. As
Barber and Fuller (in OFSTED, 1995b) note:

Ultimately the success of the inspection process will depend
upon its impact judged in terms of its effect on levels of
pupils’ achievement measured through examination results,
tests and other means, but at this stage, it remains too early
to study its impact in this respect.

Of course, inspection cannot on its own lead to improvement in a
school. There are various factors, relating to inspection, that are
likely to contribute to change. For example, the impact that
inspection makes on a school’s development is likely to depend on
the extent to which the school has already identified the key issues
in the report and its plans to address these. Also, while inspection
provides the external pressure for schools to improve the education
provided, staff and governors must understand the weaknesses
highlighted and be willing to change their practice. If a school is
to benefit fully from the inspection process, the desire to change
should be presentin the school as a whole. Wilcox and Gray (1994)
argued that collective responsibility is an important factor
coniributing to change. Similarly, Tabberer (1996) said that
superficial changes, or ‘bureaucratic implementation’ of
recommendations will not in themselves lead to improvement.
The BEMAS research (Earley, 1996) found that those who benefited
from inspection the most were those who were most optimistic
about its value at the outset. If staff and governors are suspicious
about inspections, whatever their justifications, then there is less
likely to be improvement.
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Research on the action plann_ing process

There has been much commentary and research on various aspects
of the OFSTED inspection process, ranging from teachers’
responses to inspection (Brimblecombe et al., 1995 and 1996;
Metcalfe and Russell, 1996; Wilkinson and Howarth, 1996) to
parents’ views on OFSTED (Quston and Klenowski, 1995;
‘Tabberer, 1995). However, there is relatively little research on the
process of post-OFSTED action planning and how schools tackle
this issue, although, as shown earlier, action planning is often
mentioned in the context of inspection and school improvement,
and the extent to which implementation of action plans will
contribute to this.

Two recent studies concerning action planning deserve a brief
mention here. The firststudy has already been alluded to. A survey
of action plans and action planning in a representative sample of 85
schools (mainly secondary) inspected during the academic year
1993-94 was carried out by HMI. Findings were presented in a
report entitled Planning Improvement: Schools’ Post-Inspection
Action Plans (OFSTED, 1995¢). Schools were visited and the
views of headteachers, governors and teachers were taken. In
addition, information was gathered from 15 schools whichrequired
special measures or which had serious weaknesses. The main
purpose of the report was to give guidance to schools faced with
drawing up their action plan, from the research findings. The
survey found that schools and governing bodies had responded
positively to producing their action plans.

The report recommended early preparation for action planning; in
the survey, a third of schools had started action planning before
receiving the written report. Good practice suggested in the report
included: setting specific targets in the action plan for raising
standards or improving provision; practical strategies and
programmes for development; and arrangements for monitoring
and evaluating the progress and impact of strategies. Although
three-quarters of schools had set outa clear timetable and identified
the person responsible for each action point, few schools had
developed criteria for monitoring implementation and only a small
number had considered the resource implications of their actions.

The second piece of research was undertaken by BEMAS and
reported by Ouston et al. (op. cit.). Information was gathered from
a questionnaire survey in May 1994 to all 282 secondary schools
inspected during the autumn term 1993. These headteachers were
then contacted two years after the inspection for their views on
inspection and the school’s development. Another aspect of the
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follow-up study was a replica survey of headteachers whose
schools were inspected in 1994, a year after the original survey of
schools (Earley, op. cit.).

Interestingly, although governors are legally responsible for drawing
up a school’s action plan, in the first survey, almost half of
respondents said that their governing body had played little or no
part in drawing up the action plan. Only six per cent said that they
had made a major contribution. Nine per cent were said to have
made no confributionatall. Thereplicasurvey of schoolsinspected
in 1994 showed slightly more involvement. Ironically, Earley
notes that:

...the research showed that inthose schools where inspection
was said to have had a major contribution to development,
the governing body was involved in drawing up the action
plan as were external advisers.

The BEMAS research showed that in most schools there was some
overlap between schools’ existing school development plans (SDPs)
and their action plans. In the original survey, only six per cent of
schools reported a complete overlap. The second survey showed
a greater link between SDPs and action plans, with fewer schools
reporting a complete difference between the two. This raises
interesting questions about schools’ preparation for inspections
and their identification of weaknesses through use of OFSTED
materials in readiness for the inspection. The link between school
development plans and action plans is discussed later in the report.
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2. RESEARCH OUTLINE

Little is known about how schools approach action planning: the
process of drafting the action plan, the assigning of responsibility
for writing and coordinating the plan and difficulties, if any,
encountered. In addition, there is so far only limited information
about the implementation of actionplans. What are the managerial,
resource and training implications of developing and implementing
action plans? What factors help or hinder schools in achieving the
targets in their action plans? What impact does inspection and
action planning have on school development?

In order to answer these questions, NFER undertook a 15-month
research project to investigate schools’ perceptions of action
planning. The research had two aims:

¢ to explore the ways in which schools approach the task of
developing and implementing action planning

¢ 1o identify changes in policy and practice that result from
schools’ action plans. '

The study was carried out in two phases: a questionnaire survey of
arepresentative sample of primary and secondary schools recently
inspected; and detailed case-study work in ten schools. The work
involved in each of these two phases is described below.

Phase 1: questionnaire survey

In February 1996, a questionnaire was sent to headteachers in 394
schools (199 primary and 195 secondary) that had been inspected
in spring or summer 1993. The schools were identified using the
OFSTED database of inspected schools, from which a random
sample of schools was drawn. The main aspects addressed in the
questionnaire were:

*  ‘key issues for action’ recommended in OFSTED inspection
reports

* the process of drafting an action plan
* theeffect of action plans on existing school development plans

* the resource, managerial and training implications of
implementing action plans

« facilitating factors and difficulties in implementing action
plans

* headteachers’ views of inspection and action plans

* parental involvement in inspection and action planning.
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After two written reminders, 207 completed questionnaires were
returned, providing an overall response of 53 per cent (primary, 58
per cent; secondary, 47 per cent). The data presented in this report
are derived from these schools. The responding schools were
broadly representative of the sample as a whole in terms of school
size, metropolitan/rural LEA and region. A follow-up study of the
187 schools that did not participate in the survey was carried out,
with the result that 120 of them gave reasons for their non-
response. The two most common reasons for non-participation
were: general lack of time/pressure of work (91 schools); and the
large number of survey requests (81 schools). Twenty-two schools
indicated the reason was because there was a new headteacher in
post since the inspection. Only five schools indicated that a
negative inspection experience was the reason for their non-
participation.

Phase 2: follow-up interviews and case studies

10

The second stage of the research took place between May and July
1996. It involved case studies in five primary and five secondary
schools. Inecachof these, interviews took place with the headteacher,
selected members of the teaching staff, and at least one school
governor. A total of 67 interviews were carried out during the
course of the case studies, which sought to build up a detailed
profile of how the schools had set about action planning, which
individuals were involved and exactly what part they played in the
action-planning process, the extent to which the plan had been
implemented and the factors influencing this, as well as the impact
the whole process had had on school development.

This case-study phase of the research will be reported in a
complementary report published in summer 1997. It will extend
the survey information on school action planning presented in this
report, with particular emphasis on identifying good practice in
relation to the different approaches that were adopted and the
outcomes these had.
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3. SUMMARY OF NFER RESEARCH
FINDINGS

This summary presents the main fin'dings from the questionnaire
responses of just over 200 schools nationwide (115 primary and 98
secondary schools).

Themes arising in school inspections

¢ The four most common themes arising from primary
school inspections were: curriculum planning; school
development planning; curriculum delivery; and specific
curriculum subject areas.

Insecondary schools, five common areas emerged: school
development planning; staff roles, responsibilities and
training; pupil assessment practices; and pastoral issues.

Key issues for action

Primary school inspection reports contained an average of
approximately six key issues for action. On the basis of
primary headteachers’ responses, the most common ones
were:

~» schemes of work (35 per cent of primary schools)
* curriculum planning (32 per cent)
= quality of teaching (31 per cent)
* role of curriculum coordinators (29 per cent)
* monitoring SDP and curriculum policies (27 per cent)
» school development planning (26 per cent).

Secondary schools had an average of approximately seven
key issues for action. On the basis of secondary
headteachers’ responses, the most common ones were:

* monitoring SDP and curriculum policies (42 per cent)

* pupil assessment practices (35 per cent)

» pupil attendance (31 per cent)

* pupil underachievement (31 per cent)
health and safety (26 per cent).

11
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¢ The need to fulfil the statutory requirement to provide a
daily actof collective worship for all pupils was highlighted
in 70 per cent of secondary school inspections.

Most headteachers were not surprised by many of the key
issues for action: over three-quarters of them said that, of
the list of key issues, more than half had been ‘expected’.
Also, the vast majority of headteachers felt that more than
halfof their school’s key issues for action were ‘appropriate”.

The action planning process

The action plan generally took between three and six weeks
to complete.

Schools were broadly divided between those that started
the action planning process before the inspection (one in
four schools), those that started after the oral feedback (one
in five schools) and those that waited until receipt of the
written report (one in three schools),

Schools consulted widely during the process of action
planning. Besides the headteacher, the following people
were often involved: the chair of governors; other governors;
deputy headteacher(s); subject coordinators/heads of year;
and other teachers.

LEA advisers were involved in the action planning process
in three-quarters of primary schools and more than half of
secondary schools,

Primary and secondary schools differed as to who took
responsibility for coordinating and drafting the action
plan. The most common approach in primary schools was
that the headteacher alone took this role (one in three
schools), while in secondary schools, it was most often the
responsibility of the SMT as a whole to undertake this job
(one in three schools).

12
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Headteachers’ views on OFSTED feedback

¢ Ninety per cent of headteachers found the oral feedback
they had from OFSTED inspectors useful for planning
purposes. Oral feedback to subject specialists was also
popular in secondary schools, though less so in primary
schools.

Ninety per cent of headteachers found the main written
OFSTED report useful for planning purposes.

% OFSTED’s oral feedback to school governors was also
widely perceived as helpful in planning (around two-thirds
of headteachcr_s said this was the case).

¢ Twice as many primary schools (41 per cent) as secondary
schools (20 per cent) reported difficulties in drawing up the
action plan. These fell into three categories: practical
problems (of which lack of time was the main one, but also
. some schools had difficulty in deciding on the format for
their plan); personnel difficulties (e.g. low staff morale,
staff dislike/disagreement with some of the key issues);
and problems with the key issues themselves (e.g. key
issues not fully understood, overlap between key issues,
too many key issues).

implementing action plans

¢ Betweensix months and ayear on from inspection, virtualy
all schools had atleast begun to implement most of their key
issues.

Most schools had not fully implemented their action plans,
butaboutaquarter of schools had substantially implemented
- more than half of their key issues.

According to headteachers, the most important factors
facilitating implementation were the commitment of the
peopleinvolvedand anunderstanding of the issues/process
of action planning prior 1o the inspection.

13
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¢ Many schools involved the LEA in the implementation
stage of action plans; about two-thirds of primary
headteachers and over half of secondary headteachers said
they received advice and support from their own LEA
personnel regarding the implementation of the action plan.

¢ Headteachers said the main difficufties in implementing
action plans were: time limitations; problems regarding
personnel issues, and financial/resource problems (much
more commonly reported by secondary headteachers).

Financial and training implications

¢ Very few schools received any financial support from their
LEA (or FAS) to help implement their action plan (since
these schools were inspected, new procedures for the
allocation of Grants for Education and Support and Training
(GEST) funding have been introduced).

Almost 90 per cent of primary and secondary headteachers
mentioned in-service training as a resource implication of
implementing their school’s action plan. Related to this,
many headteachers indicated that advisory services/support
and supply cover were needed to meet targets in the action
plan.

In over three-quarters of schools, staff received in-service
training to help them address targets in the action plan,
Training for governors was less common and took place in
only about a third of schools.

Monitoring the implementation of action plans

14

In 95 per cent of schools, internal procedures were in place
to monitor the implementation of the action plan. Common
methods used were:

* monitoring through feedback to governors

* monitoring by particular staff or committees involved
with specific key issues

* monitoring by the senior management team
* monitoring through the school development plan,




SUMMARY OF NFER RESEARCH FINDINGS

¢ Fewer than three in ten schools used external procedures
for monitoring, such as employing LEA personnel or
independent consultants to review implementation of the
action plan.

Link between action plans and school development plans

4 Six out of ten schools had incorporated the action plan into
their school development plan (SDP). In some cases, this
made very little difference as the key issues for action from
the inspection were. very similar to priorities that had

already been identified in the SDP.

# Oneintensecondary headteachers said thatin their schools
the action plan and SDP remained separate documents.

b

Headteachers’ views on the impact of action planning

Only one in five headteachers reported any negative
outcomes from the whole inspection and action planning
process. Mostly, these headteachers felt that it had made
very little difference to their school and some said that the

inspection had resulted in low morale and increased siress
among staff,

Almostall headteachers identified some positive outcomes

from their experiences of inspection and action planning.
These included:

a focus for improvement

a national benchmark against which to compare
themselves -

an increase in staff morale or confidence

a ‘common purpose’ among staff, or ‘team building’
a useful way of introducing change in the school
improvements to curriculum development.

15
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4. KEY ISSUES FOR ACTION

An important focus of the questionnaire survey was the ‘key issues
for action’ thateach school received as part of its inspection report.
It was found that primary schools had an average of approximately
six key issues for action, though the acteal number ranged between
three and ten key issues in individual schools. Secondary schools
had an average of approximately seven key issues for action,
ranging from between three and 13 key issues in individual
schools.

Themes emerging in school inspections

16

‘From an analysis of the key issues for action, as sumimarised by
headteachers, certain aspects emerged as common themes. A
synthesis of these themes is presented in Figure 1. (In
denominational schools, key issues that were identified during
Section 13 inspections have been excluded from this analysis.!)

The most common theme across both primary and secondary
sectors was school development planning, which was raised in
around six out of ten school inspections. The other common
themes, arising in around 40 to 50 per cent of primary and
secondary school inspections, were: curriculum delivery; staff
roles, responsibilities and training; pupil assessment; and
improvement in specific curriculum subjects.

However, some themes emerged particularly strongly in only one
sector. Curriculum planning, for example, was identified for
actionin almost 90 per cent of primary school inspections, compared
with around 40 per cent of secondary school inspections. In the
secondary sector, the most common theme was meeting statutory
requirements (mostly thisrelated to daily acts of collective worship
for all pupils), which was identified in around 80 per cent of
secondary school inspections, but only 20 per cent of primary
school inspections. Also more common in the secondary sector
were key issues relating to school provision and resources, school
organisation and health and safety.* (Figure 1 gives full details.)

Under the Education (Schools) Act 1992, governors in denominational
schools must arrange an independent inspection of religious education, not
HMCI, Registeredinspectors leading a Section 9 inspection in adenominational
school may not inspect the content of RE, only whether the statutory reguirements
of collective worship are taking place.

Registered inspectors are required to report any breach of statutory requirement
or health and safety issue found during an inspection as a key issue for action,
whatever the scale of the breach.
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Figure 1 Synthesis of the main themes emerging in key issues for action in
inspection reports
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N.B. The percentages above relate 1o schoals, not key issues. Schools may
have had more than one key issue under any broad category heading, but
were not counted more than once. For example, 87 per cent of primary
schools had at at least one key issue relating to curriculum planning.
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Details of specific key issues

18

Having examined some of the broad themes that emerged in the
inspections, this section focuses on the most common key issues for
action. (The table in Appendix 1 shows a full breakdown of all the
key issues for action that were reported by responding schools.)

¢ Curriculum planning

As is shown in Figure 1, more than twice as many primary schools
as secondary schools had been given key issues for action which
related to curriculum planning. Furthermore, closer inspection of
the key issues themselves revealed that there were different
emphases between primary and secondary schools when it came to
curriculum planning (Appendix 1). The most common key issues
that had been identified for action in primary schools related to
developing schemes of work and reviewing the role of curriculum
coordinators (each mentioned by around a third of primary schools).
Other key issues had featured in fewer primary school inspection
reports: reviewing the whole school curriculum plan; developing
clearer learning objectives; and improving subject planning (each
mentioned by between ten and 20 per cent of primnary schools). In
contrast, very few secondary schools had been directed towards
any of these five activities. For them, the most common key issue
within curriculum planning, being reported by about one in five
secondary schools, had been the need to develop a curriculum
policy for specific subjects or for particular groups of pupils (e.g.
age-related or ability-related groups).

¢ Curriculum delivery
. Around a third of primary schools and a quarter of secondary

schools had been told they needed to improve the quality of
teaching generally (Appendix 1). Smaller proportions of primary
and secondary schools had been advised to consider specifically
the needs of more able pupils. Also, onein ten primary schools had
been told they needed to improve the teaching of their younger

pupils.

¢ Specific subjects

Not surprisingly, recommendations for action had come across the
spectrum of curriculum subjects. The most common subjects
arising in primary school inspections had been: information
technology (IT) (23 per cent); cultural and personal/social education
(PSE) (11 per cent); and English/reading/oracy (ten per cent).
Among secondary school respondents, PSE had most often been
highlighted as a key issue for action (21 per cent of schools),
although there was also some emphasis on literacy and numeracy
skills, with 14 per cent of schools being told they needed to focus




KEY ISSUES FOR ACTION

on English/reading/oracy, and 12 per cent of schools being directed
towards developing mathematics (Appendix 1).

¢ Pupif achievement

- Two out of ten primary schools had been given key issues that
implied praise for the level of pupil achievement or general quality
of education they were providing (Appendix 1). This had usually
been expressed as a suggestion that the school should maintain
current levels of achievement. However, one in ten primary
schools had been told they needed to raise levels of achievement
or address underachievement among their pupils. In the secondary
sector, the situation was reversed, with three out of ten schools
being told to raise levels of achievement; while one in ten had had
key issues stating that they should maintain their current levels of
achievement.

¢ Pupil assessment

Over a third of secondary schools and a quarter of primary schools
reported key issues that indicated they needed to improve their
pupil assessment practices generally (Appendix 1). Also, 14 per
cent of primary schools had been told they needed to use pupil
assessment to plan future learning. Only five per cent of secondary
schools reported having this type of key issue.

¢ Attendance/welfare/gu;dance

Almost a third of secondary schools reported key issues pertaining
to pupil attendance, such as truancy problems, registration
procedures and monitoring attendance. This had not been raised
as a key issue in most primary schools. Indeed, very few primary
schools reported key issues relating to pastoral affairs. The most
common one had been the need to develop a behaviour policy,
bemg reported by one in ten primary schools (Appendix 1).

A small proportion of primary schools had been commended for
what mightbe called their school ethos. In such cases the key issue
for action had been phrased as a suggestion that the school should
continue with what they were already doing regarding the moral,
spiritual and/or cuitural development of pupils. Very few secondary
schools had been given key issues of this nature (Appendix 1).

¢ School development planning

Around a quarter of schools had been told that they needed to
improve their school development planning generally (Appendix
1). However, the need to monitor the implementation of the SDP
had been raised in more secondary school inspections (just over 40

per cent) than in primary inspections (slightly less than 30 per
cent).

18
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¢ Staff rolesfresponsibilities/training

Animportant finding relating to secondary schools in particular, is
the disparity that inspectors had identified between the quality of
teaching being delivered by different teachers in the same school.
A quarter of all secondary schools and 14 per cent of primary
schools had been told that this was a key issue for action (Appendix
1). This was reported by headteachers as ‘the need to disseminate
good teaching practice to the whole school” or ‘the need to improve
the consistency in the quality of teaching across the whole school’.
Another key issue which was reporied to have come up often in
inspectionreports was the need to introduce, clarify and/or provide
training for certain staff roles within the school, e.g. year leaders,
curriculum coordinators, heads of department. Again, almost a
quarter of secondary schools and 16 per cent of primary schools
had been givenkey issues relating to this aspect. Finally within this
category of roles, responsibility and training, a smail number of
schools (around ten per cent overall) had been told that specialist
expertise was lacking in some subjects, Inspectors had indicated
that INSET or even the appointment of new teachers might be
needed to overcome the problem.

¢ Organisation issues

The need to address organisational issues appeared to have been
most commonly raised in secondary schools. Accommodation
was the most common aspect mentioned, with just under a quarter
of secondary schools being advised to look into specific
accommodation problems ~ for example lack of laboratory space,
toilet facilities. The length of the school day and/or timetabling
problems was the next most common aspect, being reported by 18
per cent of secondary schools. Also, around ten per cent of
secondary schools had been given key issues relating to the need
to review pupil grouping arrangements (for example, setting,
banding) and a similar proportion were advised of the need to
review or improve their sixth-form provision (over half the
secondary schools responding to the survey made provision for
Years 12and 13). Among primary schools, the only organisational
aspect to be raised often was that of accommodation, with ten per
cent of schools indicating that this had been raised as a key issue
for action (Appendix 1).

¢ Provision/resources

Figure 1 revealed that there were twice as many secondary schools
as primary schools indicating key issues for action linked to
provision and resources. IT was the most common concern, with
17 per cent of secondary schools being told they needed additional
IT resources, or to make better use of IT in other curriculum
subjects (Appendix 1). Other aspects for which provision/resources
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were found to be lacking concerned pupils with special educational
needs, or library facilities/use. Very few primary schools had had
key issues relating to shortages in provision and resources.

¢ Budgeting and administration

Ithad been suggested in around 15 per cent of primary inspections
and ten per cent of secondary inspections that budgeting
arrangements could be improved. The sorts of comments that had
been made focused on the need to balance the budget, to review
financial procedures, or to improve cost-effectiveness.

¢ Health and safety

Aspects relating to health and safety had been raised as key issues
in many secondary school inspections; over a quarter indicated
having key issues relating to some aspect of health and safety,
compared with less than ten per cent of primary schools. The
problems that had been identified covered a wide range, from the
cleanliness in parts of the school, to safety aspects in workshops
and science laborateries, to general fabric of the buildings
(Appendix 1).

¢ Meeling statutory requirements

‘The most common key issue for action that had arisen in secondary
school inspections was the requirement upon schools to provide a
daily act of collective worship for all pupils. This key issue for
action was reported by 70 per cent of secondary schools and 13 per
cent of primary schools. Many headteachers indicated that they
had difficulties in meeting this statutory requirement because they
did not have the accommodation available to gather the whole
school together. The need to meet statutory requirements relating
to the National Curriculum had also arisen as a key issue for action
in 17 per cent of secondary schools and four per cent of primary
schools (Appendix 1).

What did headteachers think of their schools’ key issues?

Headteachers were asked to indicate next to each key issue for
action whether they considered it appropriate or inappropriate,
These responses were analysed to gain an overall impression of the
level of satisfaction within each school. As canbe seen from Table
I, most headteachers found most of their schools’ key issues
appropriate. Only ten per cent of primary headteachers and two per
cent of secondary headteachers disagreed with the majority of their
schools’ key issues.
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Table 1

22

KEY ISSUES

Proportion of key issues for action considered appropriate by headteachers

Primary : Secondary

All appropriate

More than half appropriate

Up to half appropriate

None appropriate

No response

Percentages are based on the number of schools that completed a quemonna:re primary N =115;

secondary N = 98,

N.B. The proportions in the above table were calculated by the research team, not headieachers.

Primary headteachers’ reasons for feeling that key issues were
inappropriate centred on their belief that recommendations
suggested by inspectors were already being implemented (46 out
of the 57 who found any inappropriate expressed this view). About
a third of them also felt that the inspection team had not seen the
school under normal circumstances and therefore had not obtained
afull picture. A generaldisagreement with the inspectors’ rationale
was another commonly mentioned reason. Of the 51 secondary
headteachers who believed that at least one of their key issues was
inappropriate, the mostcommon reason was a difference of opinion
with the inspectors (20 headteachers). Belief that the action was
already taking place, and a feeling that recommendations were not
realistic or achievable were also reasons commonly cited (each by
15 headteachers). Again, some headteachers felt that the inspection
team did not get a complete picture of the school {13 headteachers).

Headteachers were similarly asked to indicate alongside each key
issue whether or not it had been expected (Table 2). Again their
own thinking was close to that of OFSTED inspectors, with eight
out of ten secondary headteachers and seven out of ten primary
headteachers indicating that they had anticipated most of the key
issues that came up. However, more than two out of ten primary
headteachers and one'in ten secondary headteachers had expected
only up te a half of the key issues listed.
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Table 2 Proportion of key issues for action expected by headteachers before
inspection ' '

Secondary
g

All expected
More than half expected

Up to half expected

None expected

Percénrages are based on the number of schools that completed a questionnaire: primary N =1185;
secondary N = 98,

N.B. The proportions in the above table were calculated by the research team, not headteachers.
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5. DRAWING UP THE ACTION PLAN

When do schools begin their action planning?

Official guidance to inspected schools recommends starting the
action planning process at an early stage. DFE Circular 7/93
recommends that schools ‘should be giving preliminary thought to
the action plan from the date of the inspectors’ oral feedback on
their main findings’, that is, before receiving the inspectors’
written report.

In this survey a fifth of primary and a quarter of secondary school
headteachers indicated that in their schools, action planning began
even before the inspection (Figure 2). Just under a quarter of
primary schools and just under a third of secondary schools started
their action planning before receiving the written report. The most
common time to start action planning was found to be immediately
after receiving the written report (about a third of primary and
secondary schools).

Figure 2 Stage at which action planning process began

Before the inspection

During the inspection

Before receiving
the written report
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the written report

No response
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Percentages are based on the number of schools that completed a questionnaire:
primary N =115, secondary N = 98.
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How long does action planning take? -

Upon receiving the registered inspector’s published report, the
governors of an inspected school are required to draw up an action
plan within 40 working days (eight weeks). The NFER survey
found that the majority of schools were adhering to this time frame
(Figure 3); most schools took between three and six weeks to
complete their action plans (62 per cent of primary schools and 65
per cent of secondary schools). However, six per cent of primary
and nine per cent of secondary schools took more than eight weeks
to draw up their action plan.

Figure 3 Length of time schools took to draw up an action plan

Less than one week &
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7 weeks
8 weeks
More than 8 weeks*

No response
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Percentage of schools
Primary 8 Secondary

Percentages are based on the number of schools that completed a guestionnaire:
primary N =115, secondary N = 98.

* Of the schools that reported taking more than eight weeks to draw up their
action plan, three primary and two secondary schools had inspections near to
the end of the summer ferm which meant that the action planning process was
interrupted by the school holidays. For the other schools, the reason for the
delay is not known - school holidays were pot a factor.
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Who is involved in action planning?

Far from being a solitary task for the headteacher, schools involved
anumber of people in the action planning process — commonly staff,
governors and LEA advisers. The following people were each
mentioned by more than three-quarters of primary and secondary
schools: headteacher; chair of governors; other governors; deputy
headteachers; subject coordinatorstheads of department; other
teachers; and, in primary schools, LEA advisers (see Figure 4).

Figure 4  People involved in school action planning process
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Percentages are based on the number of schools that completed a guestionnaire:
primary N =115; secondary N = 98,

This question allowed respondents to tick as many categories as applied.
On average, primary headteachers made seven responses; secondary
headteachers made six responses.
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Also, in around a third of primary schools and almost a half of
secondary schools, the bursar or administrative assistant was
involved, and in around a third of primary schools and a quarter of
secondary schools, other non-teaching staff were also mentioned.
However, between primary and secondary schools some notable
differences emerged; for example, it was far more common for
primary schools to involve LEA advisers/inspectors (73 per cent of
primary schools compared with 54 per cent of secondary schools).
Other differences most probably reflect the differences in the
organisation and size of primary and secondary schools; for
example fewer primary schools involved the deputy headteacher
(84 per cent of primary schools compared with 99 per cent of
secondary schools) and senior teachers such as heads of department
and subject coordinators (74 per cent of primary schools compared
with 95 per cent of secondary schools). - -

Who coordinates and drafts the action plan?

While many people were involved in the process, inevitably a
smaller number of people had a key role in coordinating and
drafting the action plan (see Figure 5). It was far more common for
primary headieachers than secondary headteachers to carry out
this task alone (30 per cent and 13 per cent respectively). The most
common approach in secondary schools was for the SMT as a
whole, including the headteacher, to share responsibility for
coordinating and drafting the action plan (17 per cent of primary
and 31 per cent of secondary schools). Also, secondary schools
more often involved other teachers along with the SMT (seven per
cent of primary schools, 17 per cent of secondary schools).
However, in some primary and secondary schools governors were
alsoinvolved in actually coordinating and drafting the action plan.
Most often, they shared this responsibility with the headteacher
alone (11 per cent of primary schools, ten per cent of secondary
schools), but also sometimes they worked with the SMT as a whole
(ten per cent of primary schools, eight per cent of secondary
schools). A wide range of other combinations of staff, governors
and, sometimes, LEA personnel had a key role in coordinating and
drafting the action plan, though none were found in any great
numbers of schools.
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Figure 5 Most commen combinations of people with responsibility for drafting

SMT and governors®

ather teaching staff*

Cther combination™*

the action plan

Headteacher only

SMT only*

Headteacher and
GOVErnors

SMTand

No response ;}ﬁ

0 10 20 36 40 50
Percentage of schools

Primary

Secondary

Percentages are based on the number of schools that completed a questionnaire:
primary N =115 secondary N = 08.

This question allowed respondents to tick as many categories as applied.
Cnaverage, primary headteachers and secondary headteachersmade two responses.
*  The SMT included the headieacher.

% These covered-a wide range of other combinations of staff, governors and,
sometimes, LEA personnel.

How useful is post-inspection feedback?

28

The published report is one form of feedback following a school’s
inspection. According to OFSTED’s 1994 Framework for the
Inspection of Scheols, which applied when the schools in this
survey were inspected, the registered inspector must also produce
asummary for parents which shouid contain the main findings of
the inspection, the key issues and basic information about the
school. The registered inspector is also required to discuss the
main findings with the headteacher and any other staff invited by
the headteacher, and to offer to give an oral report to the governing
body. All of these must take place as soon as possible after the
inspection, before the written report is published. The aim of the
oral feedback is explained in the Framework;

The purposes of these discussions are to share with those
concerned the outcomes of the inspection, to provide an
opportunity for clarification through response to questions
and, if necessary, to check on matters of factual accuracy

(p.12).
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The content and delivery of post-inspection feedback and the way
the school interprets and makes use of this are obviously crucial
to any future development planning that takes place (Ormston et
al., 1995). The points for action identified through written and
oral feedback to various school personnel and parents cught to
form the basis for forward planning in the days and weeks after
the inspection. For this reason, headteachers in this study were
asked to indicate on a four-point scale (from ‘very useful’ to ‘no
use at all’y how helpful the different types of OFSTED feedback
had been for action planning purposes. Figures 6a — e show the
responses headteachers made. (It should be borne in mind that
headteachers answered on behalf of their staff for certain aspects.)
It was found that where headteachers commented favourably on
one type of feedback, they were also likely to have positive views
on other forms of feedback. Their responses to each individual
form of feedback are described under the following headings.

¢ Oral feedback to head and SMT

By far the most useful form of feedback was reported to be the
oral feedback to headteachers, which was delivered sometimes
in the presence of the school’s senior management team (Figure
6a). The majority of headteachers (86 per cent of primary and 94
per centof secondary) felt that the oral feedback they received had
been useful for action planning purposes. Very few negative
responses were made about oral feedback to headteachers: only
13 per cent of primary headteachers and six per cent of secondary
headteachers were critical of the oral feedback they received.
Those that elaborated on their negative views of the oral feedback
said that it had not extended what had later been learned from the
written report.

¢ Oral feedback to governors

The OFSTED inspectors’ oral feedback to governors was also
felt to be of benefit, although to a lesser extent (Figure 6b). About
two-thirds of primary and secondary headteachers reported that
this type of feedback was useful as a planning tool (69 per cent of
primary and 65 per cent of secondary headteachers). However,
almost a quarter of primary headteachers and just under a third of
secondary headteachers said that the oral feedback to governors
was of ‘limited use’ for planning purposes and a few said the
governors’ feedback had been ‘no use ar all’.
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Figure 6 Headteachers'views on usefulness of different forms of OFSTED
feedback for planning purposes
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d} MAIN WRITTEN REPORT
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Percenrages are based on the number of schools that completed a questionnaire;
primary N =115; secondary N = 98.

¢ Oral feedback to subject coordinators/heads of depariment

In secondary schools, oral feedback to subject coordinators/
heads of department was widely felt to have been beneficial
(Figure 6¢). The vast majority of secondary headteachers (91 per
cent) indicated that this form of feedback had been useful for
action planning. Very few secondary headieachers said that this
oral feedback to coordinators had been of ‘limited use’.

Fewer primary headteachers (57 per cent) gave a positive response
about the feedback to subject coordinators. Furthermore, around
aquarter made negative remarks about the feedback, most of these
saying it was of ‘limited use’. However, it should be noted that 18
per cent of primary headteachers made no response at all on this
part of the question — many of them explained that the OFSTED
inspectors did not give this type of feedback (i.e. oral feedback to
subject coordinators) or did not give enough oral feedback to
subject coordinators.

3




DRAWING UP THE ACTION PLAN

¢ Main written OFSTED report

The vast majority of headteachers (88 per cent primary, 91 percent
secondary) described the main report written by OFSTED inspectors
after an inspection as a useful document for planning purposes
{(Figure 6d). When invited to expand on why they had found it
useful, mostheadteachers failed to comment; a few repeated ithad
helped in planning.

Only about one in ten primary and secondary headteachers gave a
negative response regarding the written OFSTED report, indicating
it was of ‘limited use’ for planning purposes. The main reasons
given for this were: the report had not been well written, e.g. it
lacked clarity or the inspectors had different styles; more specific
written feedback would have been appreciated, e.g. to subject
coordinators; parts of the written report were at variance with what
had been said in the oral feedback; and the written report had been
too bland. : :

¢ Written parental summary

There was no clear consensus regarding the usefulness of the
written summaries provided by OFSTED inspectors for parents
(Figure 6e). Since they are specifically intended for a parental
audience, it is not surprising that many more headteachers felt that
these summaries were of ‘limited use’ or ‘no use at’ all as a
planning tool. Forty-six per centof primary headteachers’ responses
and 55 per cent of secondary headteachers’ responses fell into
these categories. Only a few headteachers expanded on their
negative response regarding the usefulness of the parental summary.
Five felt it had been too difficult for parents to understand, while
five were unhappy with the content, describing it variously as
potentially damaging, one-sided, misleading or at variance with
the written report.

What difficulties are there in drawing up action plans?

32

More than twice as many primary schools as secondary schools
experienced difficulties in drawing up the action plan. Forty-one
per cent of primary headteachers said ‘yes’ their school did have
difficulties, compared with only 20 per cent of secondary
headteachers. These difficulties fell into three categories: practical
difficulties; personnel difficulties; and problems with the key
issues themselves (Table 3).
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Table 3 Difficulties experienced by schoois when drawing up action plan

Primary | Secondary
DIFFICULTIES ' : N

Practical difficulties
Personnel difficulties
Problems with key issues themselves

TOTAL N UMBER OF RESPONSES

TOTAL NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS

N.B. The ﬁgures in this table represent the number aof responses, NOT the percentage of schools.

¢ Practical difficulties

The largest group of problems came under the heading of what
could be called practical difficulties. Lack of time was the most
common factor, being indicated by around a quarter of the primary
and secondary schools that reported any problems in drawing up the
action plan. A similar proportion of schools found that deciding on
a format for the action plan was problematic. Other practical
difficulties were less commonly reported, and included: difficulties
of involving all staff in the process of action planning; financial
implications such as paying for supply-cover time or advisers’
time; setting realistic time schedules for the key issues to be
implemented, particularly in the context of the four-year inspection
cycle; and including all the key issues in the action plan, given their
financial implications. Some schools also found the timing of the
inspection made action planning difficult, since the school holidays
intervened in the process.

¢ Personnel difficulties

Various personnel problems were mentioned in connection with
difficulties in drawing up the action plan, including: low staff
morale following the inspection; staff dislike of some of the key
issues; key posts were new appointees (e.g. headteacher, chair of
governors); and difficulties assocjated with involving governors or
parentsinaction planning. None of these difficulties appear to have
been common, since each were mentioned by fewer than eight
schools, although this may be because other difficulties were
simply more important (see above).

33




DRAWING UP THE ACTION PLAN

34

¢ - Difficuities with the key issues

Again, while a variety of difficulties emerged with the key issues
themselves, particularly among primary schools, none were
common (each listed by fewer than 13 schools). One problem was
that schools found some key issues difficult to understand - they
reported a lack of clarity in the way in which these had been
presented by the inspection team and/or written down. Other
difficulties included: too many key issues to address or too many
action points under each key issue; key issues that were difficult to
break down into specific action; overlap between different key
issues for action; lack of constructive advice from the inspection
team on how to tackle the key issues;’® key issues that conflicted
with LEA guidelines; and identifying action points for key issues
where the school was doing well on a specific aspect.

It should be noted that inspectors are prevented by statute from offering such
advice to schools during an inspection.
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6. IMPLEMENTING THE ACTION PLAN

What factors facilitate 't_he' impiementa;tian of action plans?

‘Headteachers were invited to list up to five of the main factors that
they felt facilitated the implementation of their school’s action

- plan, A summary of their responses is presented in Figure 7. The
main facilitating factors thatemerged revolved around the qualities
.of the personnel involved, an understanding of the key issues, the
use of external expertise, and staffing arrangements. However

. these aspects appear to have been accorded varying levels of

- importance in the primary and secondary sectors. The main
findings arising within each of these broad areas are described in
the following paragraphs (Appendix 2, Table 1 gives full details).

Figure 7 Main factors facilitating implementation of action plan
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This question allowed respondents to make as many responses as they wished.
On average, both primary and secondary schools made two responses.

* These are summarised in the fext presented in Appendix 2, Table 1.
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¢ People involved .

One of the most important factors for both primary and secondary
headteachers was the willingness and commitment of teachers in
drawing up and implementing the action plan. Sometimes the
whole staff was mentioned, sometimes it was particular teachers
who had played key roles in the implementation process. Almost

- half the primary headteachers (46 per cent) and athird of secondary

headteachers (34 per cent) mentioned this aspect. The role played
by the governors was also perceived to have been very important
in helping implement the action plan — approximately a quarter of
primary and secondary headteachers mentioned them specifically,

‘Other facilitating factors that headteachers mentioned here

included: the importance of new members of staff/new headteacher;
the importance of involving the whole staff; and the helpfulness of
parents (Appendix 2, Table 1).

¢ Understanding of issues/probess of action planning

Another important factor in implementing the action plan,
particularly among secondary schools, was the fact that the school
had already identified many of the key areas for improvement
through their existing SDP. - Forty-one per cent of secondary
headteachers (more than the proportion that referred to the positive
influence of staff) and 28 per cent of primary headteachers made
this point. Other important factors were felt to be general acceptance
among staff that the key issues identified by inspectors were
appropriate; that the action plan had clearly defined/attainable
targets; that the key issues required only a limited amount of work;
and that the time was ripe for change (Appendix 2, Table 1).

¢ Staffing arrangemenis

Within this general category of staffing arrangements, aspects that
were mentioned as being helpful in facilitating the action plan
included: good management structures in place (seven per cent of
primary headteachers, 12 per cent of secondary headteachers),
new staffing arrangements, including changed roles and
responsibilities for certain staff (eight per cent of primary and
seven per cent of secondary headteachers) and delegation of the
work or responsibility to other members of staff/governors (six
per cent of primary and nine per cent of secondary) (Appendix 2,
Table 1),
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¢ Exiernal expertise

Many more primary headteachers seem to have relied on external
expertise to aid in the implementation of their action plan. Twenty-
nine per cent of them said that the support, advice or monitoring
they received from their LEA was animportant factor in facilitating
the implementation of the action plan. Thirteen per cent of
secondary headteachers made similar comments. Also, INSET
courses were of far greater importance to the implementation of
action plans in primary schools than in secondary schools (22 per
cent of primary schools, compared with four per cent of secondary
schools) (Appendix 2, Table 1).

What factors hinder the implementation of action plans?

Headteachers were invited to list up to five of the main factors that
they felt hindered the implementation of their action plan. A
summary of their responses is presented in Figure 8. The first

- group of problems related to limited time available. The second

group of problems revolved around personnel issues. A third
common difficulty was that of financial/resource problems: this
was found to be very important to secondary schools, and much
less important to primary schools. The main aspects arising within
each of these broad areas are described in the following paragraphs
(Appendix 2, Table 2 gives full details).

Figure 8 Main factors hindéring implementétion of action pian
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Fercentages are based on the number of schools that completed a questionnaire;
primary N = I115; secondary N = 98,

This question allowed respondents to make as many responses as they wished.
On average, both primary and secondary schools made two responses.

* These are summarised in the text presented in Appendix 2, Table 2.
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¢ Lackof time

A quarter of all headteachers said that the general lack of time was
a major factor hindering the implementation of their action plan
{Appendix 2, Table 2). A further 12 per cent of primary headteachers
and eight per cent of secondary headteachers said that it was
difficult to address aspects in the action plan at the same time as
managing the day-to-day work of the school. Also, around ten per
cent of headteachers felt that there were other more urgent priorities
in the school — for example those already specified in the SDP —
which meant that some elements in the action plan were difficuit
to address. Another consideration relating to lack of time,
particularly in primary schools, was the fact that teachers, and in
some cases headteachers, did not have enough non-contact time to
work on implementing the action plan (13 per cent of primary
schools and six per cent of secondary schools). Also, six per cent
of primary schools found that there was little time for meetings
between staff and with governors (Appendix 2, Table 2),

¢ Personnel difficulties

Approximately 20 per cent of secondary headteachers and ten per
cent of primary headteachers found that some or all of their staff
were unwilling to address specific key issues in the action plan,
either because they did not agree with the proposed changes, or
because they attached low priority to them. Other staffing problems
that were raised in the context of difficulties in implementing the
action plan included: low staffing levels in the school; staff
absence; changes of staff or changes in staff responsibilities; low
staff morale following inspection; lack of understanding on the
part of staff and/or governors as to why change was needed; and
lack of parental support on some aspects (Appendix 2, Table 2).

¢ Financial/resource problems

More than half the secondary headteachers and more than a third
of primary headteachers said that they had insufficient budget and/
or resources to implement some of the key issues in their action
plan. In addition, almost 20 per cent of secondary headteachers
said they had insufficient space/accommodation to address some
of the issues (no primary schools mentioned this aspect). Aboutten
percent of secondary headteachers also commented on the absence
of any financial support from their LEA/FAS or OFSTED to
implement their action plan (Appendix 2, Table 2).*

*  Since these schools were inspected, new procedures have been introduced

regarding the reallocation of GEST funding to inspected schools.
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¢ Other factors hindering implementation

A large number of other hindering factors were listed by
headteachers, some of which raise potentially important
considerations even though the numbers of headteachers mentioning
them were very low. These include: the inability of schools to find
specialist advice for certain of their key issues; schools’ difficulty
inunderstanding somekey issues and lack of advice from OFSTED
inspectors about how to address these;’ the sheer amount of change
necessary to implement the whole action plan within the four-year
inspection cycle; difficulty of measuring whether some key issues
have in fact been implemented (e.g. regarding the quality of
téaching); and finally, factors outside the school’s control such as
LEA reorganisation, the wider social context in which the school
operates, or parental attitudes (Appendix 2, Table 2).

What extra resources are needed to implement

action plans?

Headteachers were asked to indicate what, if any, extra resources
were needed to meet targets specified in the school action plan. A
tick-list of resources was provided for this purpose. (Figure 9 gives
full details of the responses made.)

By far the single most common resource implication contained in
school action plans related to in-sérvice training, with almost 90
per cent of primary and secondary headteachers declaring that this
was needed to meet action plan targets. Probably related to this
aspect, almost 70 per cent of primary schools and approximately
50 per cent of secondary schools indicated that advisory services/
support was needed. This obviously has important implications
for LEA advisory services in terms of planning their support for the
different sectors. Also, just over half of responding primary
schools and around one-third of responding secondary schools
indicated a need for supply cover to meet targets specified in their
school’s action plan.

Other resource implications also emergedstrongly, though different
levels of response to particular aspects suggested different priorities
in the different sectors. For example, among primary schools, the
second most common resource issue was the need for non-contact
time for teachers, with 74 per cent of them ticking this category (35
per cent of secondary headteachers ticked this category).

5

It should be noted that it is not within the inspectors’ remit to offer such
advice to schools.
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Conversely, almost two-thirds of secondary schools mentioned the
need for IT resources, while just over one-third of primary schools
mentioned this as a need related to their action plan targets.
Resources for building work were needed in almost half the
secondary schools in order to meet targets identified, while in
primary schools approximately a quarter said this was the case.

Figure 8 Most commen additional resources needed to meetf targeis specified

in school action plans
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This question allowed respondents 1o tick as many categories as applied.
On average, both primary headieachers made five responses; secondary

headteachers made four responses.

40



IMPLEMENTING THE ACTION PLAN

Costing the extra resources needed

Almost three-quarters of primary and secondary schools indicated
that their action plan included costings for some or all of the
additional resources they would require to implement it. However,
many schools, particularly secondary schools, had only included
costings for some, rather than all, the resources they needed to
impiement their plan. :

Headteachers were invited to make further commenton costings in
their action plan. Notsurprisingly, a wide range of topics emerged,

“but some aspects were mentioned more commonly than others and
these are briefly touched on here. Many primary headteachers (31
per cent) raised the issue of the cost of supply cover for their
teachers to have non-contact time in order to tackle aspects raised
in the action plan.. Not surprisingly, far fewer secondary
headteachers mentioned this aspect. The cost of buyinginadvisers’
time was also mentioned by some primary schools. Two other
aspects that were mentioned by many primary headteachers were
the cost of INSET to implement the action plan, and the need to
purchase additional curriculum materials (each mentioned by
around 20 per cent of primary headteachers). Just under 20 per cent
of secondary headteachers also mentioned the cost of INSET
required to implement their action plan. The other aspect they
commonly raised was the cost of IT equipment. Finally, around ten
percentof all headteachers mentioned that the resource implications
of the action plan were not too problematic, because many of the
key issues for action had already been anticipated and were
included in the SDP.

What support is needed to implement the action plan?

é Financial support

Very few schools (around ten per cent of primary and around 15 per
cent of secondary) received financial support from their LEA (or
FAS) to help implement their action plan, Headteachers were
invited to comment on this aspect if they wished. Although very
little common ground was covered; some of the comments made by
headteachers appear to be of note. ‘Some schools that did receive
funding were unhappy that it was insufficient, or did not cover all
of the costs involved in jmplementing a particular part of their
action plan. Others were dissatisfied with the fact that GEST
funding had recently become available for inspected schools but
they themselves were not eligible, having been inspected in the
previous academic year. A number of headteachers said they had
put their school forward to take partin special initiatives purely as
a way of securing additional funding for part of their action plan
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proposals. Many headteachers said they had tried and failed to
obtain extra funding, for example, from their LEA, the FAS, GEST
funding, or from DFEE.

¢ Advice and training support

The survey showed a notable degree of LEA involvement in the
implementation stage of action plans: sixty-eight per cent of
primary headteachers and 55 per cent of secondary headteachers
said that they received advice and support from their own LEA
personnel regarding the implementation of the action plan. Thisis
despite a reduction in LEA advisory services for schools over
recent years (Dean, 1993 and 1994; Mann, 1995).

Table 4 Training for staff and governors to help implement the action plan

STAFF TRAINING GOVERNOR TRAININ
TYPE OF TRAINING

LEA training only
Non-LEA training only

Combmauon of LEA and non—LEA trammg

No response

OVERALL TOTAL

Perceniages are based on the number of schools thar completed a questionnaire; primary N = 115;
secondary N = 98,

* The high 'no response’ could be due 1o the design of the question — schools may not have campleted
certain sections because they did not provide such training.

The majority of primary and secondary schools reported that their
staff and governors had received in-service training to help
implement their action plan, although to varying degrees (Table 4).

I 83 per cent of primary schools and 75 per cent of secondary
schools, in-service training was provided in order to help staff
address targets in the action plan. In primary schools, this tended
to be training provided by the LEA (57 per cent of schools);
however, secondary schools were more evenly divided between
those that used a combination of LEA and non-LEA training and
those that chose LEA training only (32 per cent and 30 per cent
respectively).

Training for governors was less common: four out of ten primary
and three outof ten secondary headteachers said that their governors
hadreceived training to help implement the action plan. Again, the
majority of primary schools favoured training provided by the
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LEA, as did secondary schools in this case. Where governors
received training, this was usually in schools where staff had also
received training; very few schools reported that only governors
had received training.

How do schools monitor the implementation of their

action plan?

Virtually all schools (primary 96 per cent, secondary 94 per cent)
had their own internal procedures to monitor the implementation of
the action plan (Table 5). Primary headteachers indicated two
main methods of monitoring within the school: just over half (52
per cent) used feedback to governors as a way of monitoring
progress on their action plan; in one in three schools, particular staff
or commiftees involved with specific key issues were given
responsibility for monitoring each of these. Secondary schools, on
the other hand, mentioned a number of methods of internal
monitoring. The most common, as with the primary sector, was
feedback to governors (47 per cent), followed by one in three
schools using the senior management team to monitor progress of
the plan and a similar proportion indicating that the monitoring of
their action plan was built in to their SDP. A quarter of schools
relied on particular staff and committees to monitor specific key
issues.

Table 5  Existence of procedures to monitor the implementation of the action plan

MONI’E‘ORING PROCEDURES

. INIERNAL | EXTERNAL
- Primary Secondary . Primary Secondary

Percentages are based on the number of schools that completed a quemonnmre primary N = 115;

secondary N = 98,

* As this was a ‘yes/no' question, it is not clear why rhere was such a large non response under the
heading of external procedures.

In addition to this, one in three primary schools and one in five
secondary schools had set up external monitoring arrangements.
This tended to be monitoring or review by an LEA inspector or
adviser (27 per cent of primary schools and 15 per cent of
secondary schools). A few schools (three per cent of primary and

secondary) employed external consultants to monitor and review
their action plans.
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7. OUTCOMES OF ACTION PLANNING

How has the process of action planning affected schools? To what
extent have schools implemented their action plans? Have other
factors taken precedence? What impact have the implemented
action plans had? Do headteachers feel that the process and
outcomes have been beneficial? In this final section on the
questionnaire survey data, the answers to these questions are
explored.

How far have schools implemented their action plans?

44

Schools participating in this survey had undergone inspection at
least one and a half terms earlier. This meant that before the survey
took place they had time to complete the process of action planning
and begin the process of implementation. In order to assess the
extent to which action plans were leading to changes in schools,
headteachers were asked to indicate alongside each of their school’s
key issues whether the key issue had been substantially
implemented, partly implemented, or not yet begun. Before
examining their responses, two points ought to be raised. First, it
would be quite wrong to make any assumptions about the
comparability of individual key issues — obviously some have far
greater implications (in terms of their cost, time and/or staffing)
than others. Thus a school thathasimplemented all of its key issues
is not necessarily doing better than a school that has implemented
only half of its key issues. Secondly, assessing the extent of
implementation is obviously not straightforward — particularly
where elapsed time is a necessary part of the process — and so
partial implementation is not necessarily worse than substantial
implementation. Itis important to bear these two considerations in
mind when looking at the following data.

Virtually all schools had begun to implement most of their key
issues, as can be seen from Table 6. To be specific, just under two-
thirds of primary schools and over half of secondary schools had
started to implement all of their key issues. Furthermore, over a
third of schools had started to implement more than half of their
key issues.
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Table 6 Proportion of key issues schools have started to implement

Primary :  Secondary

KEY ISSUES STARTED

All started
More than half started
Up to half started

Percentages are based on the number of schools that provided a complere response to this question.
primary N = 109; secondary N = §8.

N.B. The proportions in this table were calculated by the research team, not headieachers.

However, as Table 7 shows, hardly any schools had ‘substantially
implemented’ all of their key issues for action (five per cent of
primary and no secondary schools). By far the largest group —
more than half the primary and secondary schools that responded
-~ had ‘substantially implemented’ up to half of their key issues.

About a third of primary and secondary schools indicated that they
had some key issues that they had not yet started. This usually
applied to only one or two key issues, from an average of between
six (primary) and seven (secondary) key issues (Table 8). Finally,
18 per cent of secondary schools, and 11 per cent of primary
‘schools, had not ‘substantially implemented’ any of their key
issues for action at the time of returning their questionnaire.
Further analysis of the data showed that, among secondary schools,
the more favourable their view was of their inspection report, the
more likely they were not to have started implementing key issues.

Table 7 Proportion of key issues schools have substantially implemented

Primary .  Secondary
B

0
More than half i
substantially implemented 24
Up to half
substantially implemented 58
Less than half : :

18

Percentages are based on the number of schools that provided a complete response 1o this question:
primary N = 109; secondary N = 88,

N.B. The proportions in this table were calculated by the research team, not headteachers.
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Table 8 Number of key issues schools have not yef started

Primary . Secondary
o

One key issue
Two key issues
Three or more key issues

Percentages are based on the number of schools that provided a complete response to this question:
primary N = [109; secondary N = 88,

How much interest have parents shown in the school’s
action plan?

Approximately eight out of ten primary headteachers and seven
out of ten secondary headteachers reported little or no parental
interest in the action planning phase of the inspection. Some
headteachers mentioned that special meetings had been held
specifically to inform/consult with parents, and inseveral secondary
schools these were organised by the parent/teacher association.
Others indicated that parents had been kept informed of the action
plan’s progress via the school notice board, or through sending
documentation home.®

In only a very small number of schools, parents were reported to
have shown some interest in the action plan. Sometimes this was
over specific action points, such as the need for more resources. In
other schools, parents had become involved in fund-raising efforts
to meet certain objectives in the plan.

¢ Schools are required to provide all parents with a copy of the action plan

and to report subsegquently on its implementation at the annual governors’
meeting.
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How does the action plan relate to the school
development plan?

Since the introduction of school development planning in the mid-
to-late 1980s (Fidler, 1996b), it is common practice now for
schools to produce SDPs (Mortimore et al., 1994), particularly
since the delegation of school budgets under the local management
of schools. Most schools use a yearly cycle of development
planning, identifying a small number of priorities to be addressed
during the coming year, as part of the school’s longer-term
development plan. T

As part of this NFER survey, headteachers were asked to comment
on this aspect. A very strong connection between post-inspection
action plans and SDPs emerged: approximately six out of ten
headteachers said that their school’s action plan had been
incorporated into the SDP (primary 59 per cent, secondary 65 per
cent). On the other hand, in around one in ten secondary schools,
the headteacher reported that the action plan and the SDP remained
separate documents, often with different priorities.

However, around 15 per centof primary and secondary headteachers
said that, in practice, merging their action plan and SDP had meant
very little change to the SDP because key issues for action from the
inspection had already been identified by the school prior to the
inspection. The fact that relatively few headteachers reported this
situation augurs well for school improvement through inspection.
Research conducted on behalf of BEMAS (Ouston ef al., 1996)
(see Introduction) found that in schools with only a moderate
overlap between the action plan and the SDP, a more positive
attitude towards school development was identified than in schools
where most key issues had already been targeted in the SDP prior
to inspection.

Finally, some headteachers made further comments in response to
this question, from which it is possible to detect indications of
subtle changes in their approaches to school development planning,
possibly arising as a directresult of participating in post-inspection
action planning. Three main areas of improvement emerged.
(While each of these aspects was mentioned by fewer than 20 per
cent of headteachers, it should be borne in mind that these data are
based on open-ended, additional comments.) First, some
headteachers felt that school development planning had become
more focused as a result of action planning; the whole process had
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been rationalised in some way. Secondly, the action plan was felt
by some to have provided a useful framework for the school’s SDP,
making the latter easier to produce now — some schools had adopted
a new format for their SDP. Thirdly, the whole process of action
planning had led to changes in the way in which schools involved
staff or governors in the planning process. New procedures had
emerged withregard to planning, implementation and/or monitoring.

What are headteachers’ views on the impact of inspection
and action planning?
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Headteachers were invited to give their views on the impact of
inspection and action planning on their schools. All but three
primary headteachers took the opportunity to comment. What
emerged was a strong feeling that, for most schools, the whole
process of inspection and action planning had led to some important
positive outcomes.

On the negative side, a few headteachers — around one in ten
primary and two in ten secondary —said that neither inspection nor
the action plan had made any difference to their school. A similar
proportion of headteachers commented that there had been little or
no change because the action plan had addressed the same issues as
were already outlined in their SDP. Also, some said that the
inspection had resulted in low staff morale and increased staff
stress — indeed it was suggested by some headteachers that the run-
up to the inspection had led to a decline in the quality of teaching
andincreased staff absences. Onasimilartheme, someheadteachers
found that they had had to overcome staff’s negative reactions to
the inspection before they were able to address targets in the action
plan. Other headteachers were unhappy that preparation for
inspection and implementation of the action plan had delayed
priorities identified in their SDP, while some felt that inspection
and action planning were unable to affect the main difficulties
faced by the school.

However, the vastmajority of comments on the impact of inspection
and action planning were positive. One aspect that was commonly
mentioned was the improvement that had accrued in terms of the
staff morale or confidence. Some headteachers mentioned that it
had resulted in an increased ‘sense of pride’ in the school. Others
found that the whole process of preparing the school for the
inspection and action planning had been useful in developing ‘a




OUTCOMES OF ACTION PLANNING

common purpose’ among staff, or for ‘team-building’. Also, some
headteachers felt that others involved with the school had benefited
from this effect; in particular, governors and parents had become
more aware of the positive aspects of the school, or become more
involved with the school. Related to this issue, some headteachers
suggested that the inspection process had been a useful way of
. introducing change, describing it as ‘a positive vehicle for change’
or ‘a good management fool’ allowing staff and governors to
embrace change with a positive attitude. Some heads mentioned
specific changes that might otherwise have been difficult, e.g.
changes in the staffing structure or non-contact time for some staff.

Aspects relating to improvements in teaching and learning were
also commonly mentioned. Over aquarter of primary headteachers
said that the process of inspection and action planning had led to
improvements in procedures relating to curriculum development,
- such as schemes of work and pupil assessment. In a few cases,
other specific teaching and learning benefits were mentioned, such
as raising awareness of the needs of certain groups of pupils, e.g.
more able pupils, or those with learning difficulties.

A few headteachers found that inspection and action planning had
been a useful lever in securing more resources for the school, or
in identifving where funding for resources was most needed.

But by far the most common theme for responses, being raised by
almost 40 per cent of primary and secondary headteachers, was that
inspection had heliped the school to focus on what needed doing.
This was sometimes expressed in terms of having been useful in
providing a *benchmark’ or an opportunity to compare themselves
againstnational ‘norms’. Inasimilar vein, aquarter of headteachers
said that a very positive outcome of the inspection had been
confirmation that the school was ‘on course’; some said this had
renewed their determination to maintain present standards.
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8. CONCLUSIO

The purpose of this study was to explore the ways in which schools
approach the task of action planning and to identify changes in
policy and practice that result from the process of developing and
implementing post-inspection action plans. This first report has
provided an overview of the way in which schools approach the
task of action plannirig, and the factors that help and hinder this
process. The follow-up report to this one, based on detailed case
studies of ten of the survey schools, will provide a more detailed
analysis of the different perspectives of those involved in action
planning, with particnlar emphasis on identifying good practice
and strategies for tackling problems that arise.

The findings presented in this firstreport are based on questionnaire
responses from over 200 primary and secondary schools in England.
Overall, the impression of inspection and action planning from
these schools was positive. Most of them had anticipated the
inspection team’s findings and felt that the key issues for action
that inspectors identified were appropriate. Most schools drew up
the action plan within the eight-week time limit specified by
OFSTED and involved a wide range of people both within and
outside the school in the process. Six months to a year on from
inspection virtually all schools responding to the survey had begun
the process of implementing their action plan —~ most were about
half way, but some had made substantial progress. Also, almostall
schools had set up internal arrangements for monitoring the
progress of thisimplementation. Furthermore, virtually all schools
reported positive benefits arising from the inspection and action
planning, while hardly any indicated negative outcomes.”

What were the key issues for action in schools?
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Analysis of all the key issues for action specified in responding
schools’ inspection reports revealed 72 separate categories,
encompassing all aspects of school provision (Appendix 1). On
average, primary schools had six key issues for action. The most
common theme was curriculum planning and delivery: almost 90
per cent of responding primary schools had been told they needed
to improve some aspect connected with curriculum planning;

It can be assumed that these indications are broadly representative of schools
that have been inspected, since even those that were selected as part of the
random sefection but did not participate in the study said that the reason for
non-participation was general lack of time and too many questionnaire
requests, rather than negative experiences of inspection.
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slightly more than half of the primary schools had been advised that
they needed to improve the quality of teaching (i.e. a general
statement about the school); while a half of primary schools had
been told to focus on the quality of teaching in specific subjects.
Also, inmany primary schools the key issues for action highlighted
the need to implement or to monitor the implementation of the SDP
or curriculum policies. Other common key issues for action in
primary school inspection reports related to: the roles,
responsibilities and training of staff; and pupil assessment
procedures.

On average, secondary schools had seven key issues for action.
Apart from the need to meet statutory requirements,® the most
common theme was school development planning, with two-thirds
of secondary schools being told they needed to improve this
generally, or to address specific aspects of it. In particular, as in
many primary school inspections, inspectors had often pointed to
the need to ensure that policies contained in the SDP and other
documentation were actually being implemented. Several other
themes were all common in secondary schools’ inspection reports:
staff roles/responsibility/training; pupil assessment; pupil
attendance/welfare/guidance; the teaching in specific subjects;
provision/resources; quality of teaching generally (i.e. not subject-
specific); and school organisation,

Obviously these aspects, framed as ‘key issues for action’, are
central to the successful operation of schools. It should follow then
that OFSTED inspections, in drawing the attention of the whole
school community to the need for development in these areas, are
providing animportant service and fulfilling a vital role. Certainly,
many of the headteachers felt that the process of inspection had
been useful in drawing their attention to what needed doing and in
providing a useful ‘benchmark’ against which to compare the
school in the national context. On the other hand, it was also the
case that the vast majority of headteachers felt that most of the
issues identified by OFSTED inspections were ones that they not
only found *appropriate’, but had also ‘expected’.’ Indeed many
had already identified in their SDP the issues that came up in
inspection reports. That being so, it is right to consider the extent
to which progress and improvements made by schools can be
attributed to the process of inspection and, in particular, the action
plans which result. If through their own school development
planning schools had identified the issues for action, which the

inspection appeared in many cases only to have confirmed, did the

The single most common ‘key issue for action” among secondary schools,
affecting 70 per cent of those studied, was the need to comply with the
statutory requirement to provide for all pupils a daily act of collective
worship.

~ Over half the beadteachers in the survey felt that at least half of their
school’s key issues for action had been ‘expected’, and a similar proportion
of headteachers felt that at least half of the key issues were ‘appropriate’.
Proportions were calculated by the project team, not headteachers.
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inspection take the school any further? It would appear that the
answer was, inmost cases, yes. First, the inspection almost always
raised some issues that the school had not identified for itself.
Secondly, despite feeling that they had identified many of the
issues already, many headteachers said that the inspection had
been useful in helping them to focus on what needed doing; indeed
it is possible that in some schools issues only became ‘expected’
as a result of the process of preparing for an inspection. Thirdly,
in a number of schools the inspection report identified as a key
issue for action the need to ensure that implementation of the SDP
and other policies was in fact taking place. Therefore, it seems
likely that even where schools had identified similar priorities to
those arising from inspection, the whole process of inspection and
action planning acted as a spur to implementation.

How do schools draw up their action plan?
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Mostschools started the action planning process either immediately
after the oral feedback from inspectors or just after receiving the
written report. Virtually all completed it within the allotted time
scale of eight weeks. However, around a quarter of schools started
action planning before the inspection. Possibly the preparation for
an inspection started their planning process (Matthews and Smith,
1995, p.26), or perhaps they saw the action planning arising from
inspection as part of an ongoing process of school development
planning — particularly if the inspection report raised issues that the
school had already identified in its SDP (see later section on the
link between action plans and SDPs).

Schools saw action planning as a collaborative process, usually
involving a number of different people. The extent to which real
discussion occurred and influenced what was actually written in
the action plan must of course depend on the headteacher’s skills
of delegation and abilities to motivate and involve colleagues.
Headteachers themselves almost always had a key role in actually
drafting the action plan; indeed in three out of ten primary schools
the headieacher took sole responsibility for the actual writing. The
follow-up report to this one, which is based on case studies in a
small number of schools, will explore the process of drafting action
plans in detail, providing insight into whether teachers felt that the
process of action planning had actually changed the way they
worked or how the school operated generally.

Primary headteachers more often reported difficulties in drawing
up the action plan than secondary headteachers. Most commonly,
this related to personnel issues, in particular, difficulties in terms
of inadequate supply cover and non-contact time. Another factor
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related to problems in interpreting the key issues themselves and
developing action points from them. The need for support and
advice was also connected with this (see the following section for
more details), :

To what extent are schools implementing action plans?

Obviously the process of action planning is not an end in itself.
Unless implementation takes place, the nltimate goal of inspection
— to improve education — cannot be achieved. Schools must
therefore be willing and able to implement their action plans. Six
months to a year on from inspection, all schools in the study had
begun the process of implementation, and most had addressed
about half of their key issues for action. What aspects had helped
or hindered them in implementing their action plans? Not
surprisingly, the greatest influence was found to be the feelings of
the teachers in the school. This worked both ways: the commitment
and willingness of staff to make the changes was felt by headteachers
to be by far the greatest asset in implementing the action plan; on
the other hand, one of the main factors hindering implementation
of some action points was the reluctance of staff. Where teachers
were reluctant, this was commonly reported to be because they did
not agree with specific recommendations in the inspection report
— cither because they felt these were already being implemented
and that the inspection team had not seen the full picture, or
because they felt that certain recommendations were inappropriate
for their school.

Other vital factors were linked to this pivotal role of teachers in
implementing action plans. Not surprisingly, one of the main
difficulties identified by headteachers was the real problem of
finding enough time to address yet another set of priorities. In
some cases this related to the lack of non-contact time or supply
cover for staff to attend to matters allocated to them in the action
plan; in others it was the difficulty of prioritising a range of
competing tasks within the overall context of continuing with the
day-to-day work of the school. While this finding is neither
stariling or new (Fidler, 1996b), it is essential that it be taken
seriously by heads and governing bodies in managing time and
setting priorities. Also, those at strategic and policy level, having
setup this system of four-yearly inspections, need to allow schools
the time to address the individual priorities identified through
inspection.

Training and development was another important factor in

implementing action plans: over three-quarters of responding
schools indicated that staff received in-service training in order to

53




CONCLUSION

help implement the action plan. In some schools, governors were
also given training to help implement the action plan. Despite a
reduction in most LEA advisory teams in recent years, there was
widespread evidence that their services had played a crucial partin
the implementation process. Some schools also brought in other
external consultants for some of the training or advice that was
needed to implement the post-inspection action plan. The scope of
the questionnaire survey did not enable further examination of the
types of training that were most in demand, though the follow-up
report to this one will provide more information on this aspect.
What did emerge, however, was a clear indication that schools,
particularly in the primary phase, relied on their LEAs to provide
the back-up and support that they felt they needed to act on the
recommendations in the inspection report. Jarman (1996) also
found that there was greater demand, in general, for LEA advisory
services from primary schools. He found that despite this, most
LEA advisory services at the time were geared towards the secondary
sector. If this is still the case, then certainly there are implications
for LEA advisory services to consider in terms of the nature of their
teamn structure and focus of their services,

Related to this issue of support and advice, some headteachers
expressed their frustration that the OFSTED inspectors themselves
could not fulfil more of an advisory function after the inspection.
It was clear that the majority were very happy with the oral
feedback they received from OFSTED inspectors at the end of the
inspection, prior to receiving the written report, and most felt that
the written report was also a useful planning toel. However, there
was a general feeling that more advice on how to proceed would
have been useful, particularly from the team that actually carried
out the inspection. In the absence of this, some were uncertain how
to address some of the key issues for action that inspectors had
identified. Currently this is not something that inspectors are
allowed to do; their remif is to carry out the inspection, not offer
advice. Indeed, part of the Government’s intention in introducing
the new system of inspections was specifically to separate inspection
from advice.

Are there resource implications?
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This study found that there were usually very clear resource
implications arising from inspections. Again, the main emphasis
was on the need for staff development and advice: 90 per cent of
primary and secondary headteachers indicated that in-service
training for staff was needed to implement the action plan, Many
schools felt they needed to purchase the services of their LEA
advisory team to provide advice, support and/or training. Also,
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non-contact time and supply cover were found to be necessary to
allow teachers time to address some of the targets in the action plan.
- Not surprisingly, this latter resource issue was more common in
primary schools, where non-contact time for staff was usually very
limited, and often the headteacher also had teaching commitments.

Purchasing INSET from LEAs and other consultants was expensive
for schools, particularly if they needed to meet the cost of the
training as well as the cost of supply cover to release staff from their
teaching duties. Only around ten per cent of primary schools and
15 per cent of secondary schools in this study received any
financial support from their LEA or FAS to meet the costs of
implementing their action plan. Some headteachers explained
that, as aresult of financial constraints, the key issues that had been
implemented were the ones that had little or no cost/resource

- implications. Others said that without access to any additional
resources it was impossible to specify a time scale for the
implementation of some key issues in their action plan. However,
a few headteachers said they had been able to implement their
action plan because they had fortunately got a ‘healthy’ budget,
while some had deliberately carried money over from the previous
year in preparation for the inspection.

Since these schools were inspected, new GEST arrangements have
been introduced for reallocating funding annually to schools that
are to be inspected that year. However, whether these new
procedures will solve the resourcing implications of implementing
action plans is an area that will require examination.

Is there a link between post-inspection action planning
and school development planning?

A major factor associated with the implementation of action plans
was the extent to which schools were already familiar with the
process of school development planning. First, some schools
found that because the internal ‘structures’ were already in place,
this facilitated the implementation of the post-inspection action
plan. Secondly, prior to the inspection, some schools had identified
in their SDP many of the key issues for action raised in the
inspection. This meant that they had already decided on the
strategies to employ, and, in some cases, had made arrangements
for the funding that would be needed. Linked to these aspects, most
schools said that their action plan and SDP had been merged to
make just one working document. There were signs that where this
was not the case, competing priorities existed between the two
documents.
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Findings from this questionnaire survey revealed that in secondary
schools, the more favourable the headteacher perceived the
inspection report to be, the less likely it was that progress had been
made in implementing the key issues. On the face of it, this seems
surprising; it might have been expected that a report perceived as
being positive would be more encouraging than one perceived as
being negative. One explanation for this may be a degree of
complacency brought about by having a favourable report — a
feeling that there is no urgency to implement the recommendations
for action. Alternatively, schools that perceived their report to be
favourable may have decided to continue addressing their own
priorities for development before those in theiraction plan, believing
these to be more important, or perhaps, that it was not sensible to
break off into a new realm of development before completing
existing targets that were already under way. Also, it was not
uncommeon in inspection reports to have key issues for action that
appeared to require no action; for example ‘continue to maintain
the high standards currently being achieved in [a specific aspect/
subject]’. Schoolsindicated difficulties in knowing how to address
such key issues in their action plan —could they claim that by not
changing anything they had implemented the key issue? While it
isright thatinspectors should appilaud and encourage good practice,
it hardly seems appropriate to use the ‘key issue for action’ section
of the report to do this.!®

1 Since this research was undertaken, the revised OFSTED framework for
inspections has addressed this issue and inspectors are discouraged from
doing this.
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OVERVIEW

The findings from this survey suggest that schools have taken on
board the need for school development planning, of which post-
inspection action planning is seen as just one part. However, there
are indications that schools need much greater support after an
inspection in order to draw up and implement their action plans.
First, most headteachers clearly indicated a need for support and
advice for themselves and their teachers to help them draw up their
firstaction plan. Moreover, in order to make progress in addressing
the action points identified in that plan, further support and in-
service training for teachers were felt to be vital components that
were currently lacking in the whole inspection process. Given that
the remit of OFSTED inspectors is not to provide advice on how
to act on the specific points they raise, schools are likely to
continue to look to their LEAs and other external consultants to
provide this service, if they can afford to pay for it. A second,
related issue, is the need for other resources, apart from INSET, to
support change in schools. A general lack of time, compounded
by inadequate supply cover and limited funds/resources, was also
an important factor hindering the implementation process.

The majority of headteachers found inspection a positive
experience. While it seems that it often confirmed aspects of the
school that headteachers already recognised as key issues for
action, it was usually found to have been helpful in focusing their
thinking on these issues, as well as highlighting some that had not
beenidentified. However, it seems that the potential benefits to be
had from what is obviously a very costly system of school
inspections may not be being fully realised. Despite the positive
impression of inspection that emerged, many headteachers felt
they had been left with insufficient advice, support, training and
resources to tackle all the key issues for action that the inspection
had identified.
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APPENDIX 1

Table 1.  Key issues for action in inspection reports (reported by headteachers}

a. Curriculum planmng

Develop/review curricutum plannmg (general)
‘Develop schemes of work

Introduce/review the role of cumculum coordmator(s)
Improve whole school curriculum plan

Tmprove learning objectives/guidetines for prooressmn
Improve departmental planning :

Introduce/review curriculum policies for specific subjects and/
or age groups

b School develapment plannmg

Improve procedures for monitoring implementation of SDP,
curriculum policies etc.

Improve school development planning (general)
Introduce/strengthen link between SDP and school budget
Improve staff and/or governor involvement in SDP process

identify/review school aims and objectives
Address issues related to the pace of change
Improve policy writing

¢. Curriculum delivery

Improve quality of teaching (general)
Address the needs of more able pupils
Improve teaching for younger pupils
Improve ciassroom management
Improve SEN work

Improve homework a;[rangemems

d. Subject-specific _
Information technology (IT)
Cultural and/or persof:al and social education {PSE)
English, reading and/or oracy
Religious education ~
Mathematics/numeracy
Design technology

History and/or geography
Science

Physical eduéatibn {PE)

Art

Music

Moders foreign languages
Core subjects
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e. Roles/responsibilities/training

Extend good teaching practice to whole school/improve -
consistency in quality of teaching (i.e. between teachers)

Improve staff development/subject specialist knowledge
Introduce/clarify/provide training for specific management role(s)
Develop governors’ involvement in school management
Introduce/improve staff appraisal procedures

f. Pupil achievement

Maintain present standards of achievement/quality of
education (general comment)

Raise standards of achievement/address underacheivement

Improve pupil assessment practices

Use pupil assessment to plan future learning
Introduce/improve marking policy

Improve pupils’ self assessment

Improve external examination policy/arrangements

h. Pastoral issues

Maintain school’s ethos (e.g. continuance of emphasis on moral,
spiritual and/or cultural development of pupils)

Introduce/review behaviour policy
Improve home/school Hnks

Address aspects relating to pupil attendance (e.g. truancy,
punctuality, registers)

Introduce/review pastoral care arrangements

i. Meeting statutory requirements

Improve/increase acts of collective worship
(in order to ‘meet statutory requirements’)

Ensure all national curriculum requirements are being met
Maintain attendance registers to meet stat. requirements
Ensure statutory requirements are being met (general comment)

. j. Provision/resources

Improve IT provision (i.e. facilities and/or use of IT
across the curriculum)

Improve/review library provision

Improve provision of support for SEN pupils
Improve play equipment for younger pupils
Improve resources (general comment)

Make better use of outdoor facilities
Improve provision of non-teaching support
Make better use of library resources
Improve system for allocating resources to departments

o g w6 R (0 VL UL - N
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k. Organisation issues

Address specific accommodation issaes

Review length of school day/timetabling efficiency
Improve pupil grouping arrangements '
Introduce/improve links with business/industry/commerce
Review/improve sixth form provision

L Heaqlth and safety issues

Improve aspects relating to health and safety (e.g. within science
jaboratories, workshop equipment, school cleaning arrangements)

m. Budgeting and administration

Improve budgeting arrangements {e.g. improve cost-effectiveness,
review financial procedures, balance the budget)

Increase administrative support
Other administrative issues

TOTAL NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS

Secondary

Primary schoels. the number of key issues for action ranged between three and ten, with an average of

approximately six key issues per school.

Secondary schools: the number of key Issues ranged between three and thirteen, with an average of

approximately seven key issues per school,

Percentages are based on the number of schools that completed a questionnaire: primary N =115;

secondary N = 98, Percentages exceed 100 as respondents listed several key issues.
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APPENDIX 2

Table t.  Main factors facilitating impiementation of action plan

People invoived
Willingness/commitment of staff
Willingness/commitment of governors
New head/staff

Whole staff involvement

Helpful parents

Understandmg/pnor knawledge of key issues

Key areas already identified/addressed in SDP
Framework for implementation already existed

Action points required limited input for implementation
Time was ripe for change

General acceptance that key issues were approprlate

Extemal expertise

LEA advice/support/monitoring/review of implementation
INSET courses

Access to materials from SCAA/OFSTED re. action plans

Staffing arrangements

Delegation of work/responsibilities for action points
Changes to staffing arrangements

Good management structures in place to aid development

Financial
LEA funding received
GEST funding used

School had financial resources to implement change
Noffew financial implications
Additional grant received

Process of mspecnon
Good oral feedback from inspection team
High quality mspectmn!posntwe process

Extra resources
Allocation of extra non-contact time to various staff
Resources/space avallable/acqmred to 1mplement change

Momtonng
Development of formal monitoring policy
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Other faczl;mang faeéors

Inspection process/fear of re-inspection
Adopting a uniform policy-writing format
Re-organising classes/pupils
Restmcturmg the curriculum

TOTAL NUMBER OF RESPONSES

Percentages are based on the number of schools that completed a guestionnaire: primary N = 115;
secondary N = 98. Percentages might exceed 100 because respondents could list as many faciors as
they wished,
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Table 2.  Main factors hindering implementation of the action plan

Primary : Secondary

Lack of time

Lack of time (general comment)

Lack of non-contact time

Too busy with day-to-day school work
Other existing priorities (e.g. SDP)

Limited time to meet other staff/ govemurs
Perwnne! issues

Lack of staff expertise/need for INSET

Low staffing levels

Staff/school disagree with specific key issues
Staff absence

Changes of staff and/or staff responsibilities
Low staff merale following inspection
Staff/governors unwilling to embrace change
Lack of parental support on specific issues
Financial resources/external support
Insufficient budget/resources

Missed out on GEST funding

Lack of accommodation/space

Lack of LEA support

Other hindering factors

Unexpected events needing to take priority

Too many key issnes to address at once

Unable to find specialist advice for certain issues
Lack of clarity of specific key issues

Lack of advice from OFSTED on how to proceed

The wider context ountside school’s control
(e.g. need social/cultural change, LEA re-organisation)

Issues relating to age-range of pupils
Difficult to measure the quality of teaching

TOTAL NUMBER OF RESPONSES

TOTAL NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS

Fercentages are based on ihe number of schools that completed a questionnaire: primary N = 115;
secondary N = 98. Percentages exceed 100 because respondents could list as many factors as they
wished,
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APPENDIX 3

ADVISORY GROUP MEMBERS

Anne Brownsell Headteacher, Stag Lane First School

David Carter Principal Inspector, Croydon LEA

Vin Davis HMI

Alan Gibson Registered Inspector

Lesley Kendall Deputy Head of Statistics, NFER

Wendy Keys, Chair Deputy Head of Professional & Curriculum Studies,
NFER

Mary Minnis Deputy Head of Field Research Services, NFER

John Stanley Headteacher, Rooks Heath Secondary School
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planning for action

Part 1: A survey of schools’ post-inspection action planning

After an OFSTED inspection, schools have a maximum of 40 days to draw up an action plan. How do schools
set about this task? What is their reaction to the inspection findings? Who draws up the action plan? Isita
collaborative process? What role do school governors play in action planning? Moreover, what happens once
the action plan has been completed? How soon is it implemented? Are there resource and training implications?
What role does the LEA play? What factors help or hinder schools in achieving the targets in their action
plans? And, finally, what positive outcomes arise from inspection and action planning?

This report, based on the NFER’s 15-month study of post-inspection action planning, sheds light on these key

questions. Drawing on the experiences of more than 200 primary, middle and secondary schools nationwide,

it describes the process and outcomes of post-inspection action planning. Some of the findings that emerged

are:

@ Ninety per cent of headteachers found the written OFSTED inspection report ‘useful” or ‘very useful” for
planning purposes.

® Action plans usually took between three and six weeks to complete. However, approximately 20 per cent
of primary and secondary schools took longer than the 40 days allowed to draw up the action plan.

® LEA advisers were involved in the action planning process in three-quarters of primary schools and more
than half of secondary schools.

@ In over three-quarters of s'choo]s, staff received in-service training to help them address targets in the
school’s action plan. Training for governors was less common, being reported by only about a third of
schools.

® Between six months and a year on from inspection, only about a quarter of schools had substantially
implemented more than half of the key issues for action.

® Almost all headteachers identified some positive outcomes from their experiences of inspection and action
planning, while only one in five reported any negative oufcomes.

With its refreshingly uncomplicated approach to reporting research findings, this book will have wide appeal
for those involved in action planning, as well as for LEAs, OFSTED inspectors, and policy makers at all levels.

A second report will be published in summer 1997. It will focus in detail on individual experiences of action
planning in ten schools - five primary and five secondary. Each stage of the action-planning process will be
examined, from the different perspectives of headteachers, governors, curriculum coordinators and other teachers.
The emphasis in this second report will be on providing information and guidance on good practice,which will
assist schools when drawing up their own action plans.
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